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I am suggesting throughout that the Unconscious is a
useful conception in the science of psychology. To do this
I have endeavoured to point out that something must be
supposed in the place of processes which do not occur in
awareness to explain what sometimes (indeed generally) does
happen in awareness. I have underlined the conception of
psychology as an empirical science, and pointed out that it
most be governed by the method that is imposed upon
sciences which profess to be empirical. I have put forward
instances to explain why the Unconscious is postulated as a
conception to complete the science of psychology without
doing violence to its method. And I believe that the evi-
dence which I have submitted is sufficient to justify the con-
ception as both legitimate and of value in that sense in which
it may be applied to, and used as explicative of, the observed
facts.

III. BY JOHN LAIBD.

AT this time of day, and with present fashions what they
are, it may seem absurd even to raise the question of our
symposium. The triumphs • of the New Psychology—as
exciting, we are told, as The Origin of Species—may seem
to have answered it beyond all cavil, so that objections are
futile and doubts dtmodt.

This view, I believe, is profoundly misleading. The new
psychologists, to be sure, assume the existence of the un-
conscious, both as a storehouse and as a factory; they profess
to discover significant and thrilling contrasts between its
more accessible and its darker regions—all of which is, some-
how, vastly important. This, however, does not prove that
the unconscious is a valuable conception. Properly speaking,
indeed, it may not be a conception at all. Is it intelligible ?
Is it regulative ? Does it compel any specific deductions ?
Does the evidence imply it logically ? So far as I can see,
the new psychologists need not answer any one of these
questions in the affirmative, and their discussions of all of
them are either perfunctory or non-existent. Fundamentally,
this notion, Buch as it is, seems to be only permissive in use.
The new psychologists need to assume something retentive
and capable of various developments ; something, moreover,
which, quite plainly, is not conscious and yet seems to play
an important (and perhaps a dominant) part in our mental
history. This they call the ' unconscious,' and we need not
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434 JOHK LAIBD :

quarrel with them for doing BO ; bat there is a case for
dispute, sorely, if this negative name is used to conceal and
not to assert our ignorance, if this permissive thing is pro-
claimed to be a key-conception, if this nest of problems is
taken to be a squadron of solutions to them, and if positive
properties are assigned to an enigmatic somewhat for no
better reason than simple light-heartedness.

If this be so, it is plain that the subject of our symposium
really is important—and important for reasons that have no
peculiar connexion with metaphysics. In its permissive sense,
the unconscious is not even a working hypothesis. It is only
a proclamation that the work is to go on irrespective of
certain theoretical difficulties; but if it were a working hy-
pothesis, it would still be the duty of empirical psychologists
to examine it with the utmost rigour. The approach to the
sciences k decked with bright ideas, but there is no science
until these ideas are put to the proof. The evolution of
species, say, or the transmutation of the elements had to be
thought out in order to become something more than an
attractive and stimulating notion, and it would be foolish
of us to expect that the growth and the sublimations of the
' unconscious' will reveal themselves, in a fury of infantile
'exhibitionism,' to more impatient eyes.

Our problem, of course, is not the value of the New Psy-
chology, but the specific value of the New Unconscious;
and although explanation would be needed, it would be quite
consistent to hold that the former is epoch-making and the
latter pernicious. Keeping to the latter, then, we have to
ask whether any intelligible notion of the unconscious can
be put forward, and, if so, what. I can make nothing of
Mr. Aveling's ' experiential' somewhat, of which we may
also have been aware, which responds so amiably when we
' link it up,' but fails to recognise the difference between
being an experience and having been one. Therefore, with
regret, I turn to other theories, and apart from vague and
irrelevant references to Leibniz's petites perceptions and the
like, I find that the favourite account of the unconscious is
the one which Mr. Field has quoted from Dr. Jones. Thus
Bleuler' states that he ' understands by the unconscious all
those operations which are in every respect similar to the
ordinary psychic ones with the exception that they cannot
become conscious'; and many of the others say the same
thing.

This definition really is preposterous. It is just like Mr.

1 Quoted bj Varendonck, The Psychology of Day-Dreamt, p. 10.
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Churchill's 'cannibals in all respects except the act of de-
vouring the flesh of the victims'. It is worse than epi-
phenomenalism. As we all know, our consciousness is only
a part of a complicated pattern of processes, very imperfectly
known, although known to have some connexion with the
cortex and, in certain cases, to have more specific connexions
with definite cortical areas and with the optic thalamus. It
is therefore a permissible, although a rash and improbable
view that consciousness is only the upholstery of this self-
moving machine, and that the combustion engine is outside
consciousness altogether, but it is not at all permissible to
contend that there is really no difference in the case. What
in the world would consciousness be if it had no shreds of
character of its own? And is there anything in nature
which, so to speak, is pure character, although devoid of
distinctive character, wholly bereft of power, and incapable
even of indicating that it has some peculiar properties and
effects of its own ? Surely there is irony in the thought
that this grotesque resurrection should follow the obsequies
of epiphenomenalism so promptly and so confidently—irony
and something more.

I should like to call attention, too, to another remarkable
circumstance in the present affair, and I shall try to eluci-
date it by referring again to Dr. Jones, -i propos of Freud's
'metapsychology,' this author, after referring to Freud's
' convincing logic' in support of the unconscious, proceeds
to say that Freud also raises ' the difficult question of the
precise difference between an unconscious idea and a conscious
one, and what happens when the former is converted into
the latter'.' What puzzles me is the state of mind of anyone
who does not see that this ' difficult' question is the same
question precisely as the easy one. An ' unconscious' that
has not made up its mind about the ' difficult' question is
simply a pattern in ink, and our problem, as I understand
it, is, quite precisely, whether any sort of intelligible answer
could be given to this single question—whether it be easy
or whether it be difficult.

Some of the difficulties in the case, I think, may be easily
exaggerated. One might try to score a debating point, for
example, by pointing out that although the similarity between
the conscious and the unconscious is the burden of these
definitions, the difference between the two is commonly
taken to be the most important result of the New Research.
This apparent contradiction, however, is less formidable than

1 Britith Journal of Ptyehology (Medical Section) VoL i., Pt. i., p. 65.
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436 JOHN LAIBD:

it seems. It is only opposites of the same kind that can,
properly speaking, be contrasted. We contrast red wita
green, not with the multiplication table. And although the
point needs clearing up, especially in view of the numerous
psycho-analytic ' explanations' which make the unconscious,
reputed a-logical, behave (on occasion) in a thoroughly
reasonable manner, it need not involve a flat contradiction.

Again, there is no demonstrable contradiction in the general
term ' unconscious mind' if this term means simply ' that in
the mind which is de facto unconscious'. No doubt it is
easy to manufacture hopeless difficulties of this kind (as
Mr. Aveling does when he says that the unconscious must
be ' mental or " conscious " '), but usually, when we speak of
a mind, we ascribe dispositions, tendencies, potentialities, and
capacities to it. These are dangerous terms, to be sure, but
they are not unmeaning, and the facts they purport to de-
scribe are seldom, if ever, conscious facts. On the other
hand, the New Unconscious, so far as I can Bee, has neither
elucidated these conceptions, nor added to them on any point
of principle. The New Psychology; we may concede, ha3
shown that we have many tendencies which were hitherto
unsuspected or ignored, and that many of our dispositions
have sinuous, sinister, and surprising effects. But this is
another story, however important it may be. The results
of the new psychology would neither be altered nor gainsaid
if the new unconscious were in fact physiological, or even if
consciousness itself were ultimately a quality that our nerves
can sometimes assume

In saying that terms like capacities or dispositions are not
unmeaning, I do not wish to assert that they are indispensable
from every point of view. If, for example, the concept of
' mnemic causation' could be accepted and it were agreed
that a remote event might be the immediate antecedent of
a present process, much that is plausible in these concepts
would cease to be so. The need for ' traces' would disappear,
and the ripening and developing of these dispositions would
be the only circumstance that required attention. In view
of what we learn about time from modern physics it would
be rash to flout this possibility; but if we assume, with
common sense, that an idea which has been followed by
other ideas cannot have any direct influence after the interim,
we are forced to assume some sort of continuing disposition
in order to bridge the gap. On the other hand, we simply
do not know what this disposition is either in ordinary
' foreconscious' memory or, let us say, in Dr. Rivera's case
of claustrophobia, any more than we can say what the
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knavery of a sleeping rascal actually is. All that we know
is that the rascal woald be a slippery cnstomer ander other
circumstances.

It follows, however, that we may speak, thoroughly intel-
ligibly (although barbarously), of unconscious ' trends' and
' impulsions ' and ' urges' as well as of unconscious ' com-
plexes ' of these; for these terms mean only that there is
something persistent but unknown which is capable, with or
without internal development and rearrangement, of forming
a specific bond of connexion between certain vanished ideas
and emotions on the one hand, and, on the other hand, cer-
tain other ideas and emotions which appear after an interim.
It may very well happen, however, that there is no intelligible
meaning in speaking of unconscious wishes, or desires, or
memories, or expectations, or intentions, or emotions, or re-
solves, or ideas, and I wish to consider this question in some-
what greater detail.

The theories of the Behaviourists—whom I take to be the
Newest Psychologists;—have shown us, no doubt, that a cer-
tain meaning (perhaps even a certain precision) can be at-
tached to these terms provided we admit that there is no
such thing as consciousness. This, however, is precisely
what many of us cannot admit at all. We recognise, of
course, that our consciousness is intimately allied with bodily
reactions, and perhaps that it could not arise without an
affector beginning, or persist without an effector continuation;
but we do not and cannot admit that the only difference be-
tween being awake and being anaesthetised is a difference in
bodily reactions, or that human happiness or human misery
would be worth a moment's consideration unless they were,
most emphatically, conscious happiness and conscious misery.
If this be so—if consciousness and unconsciousness are, quite
certainly, not the same—it is quite impossible, I think, to
qualify any of the terms I have mentioned by the adjective
4 unconscious' without stultifying ourselves completely ; and
Behaviourism does not help us in this particular.

On the other hand, there are certain distinctions within
consciousness which may seem to throw light on the problem,
and these require most careful scrutiny. The chief of them,
I think, are the distinctions between reflective self-conscious-
ness and consciousness rimpliciter, between consciousness
which is connected and consciousness which is dispersed,
between focal and marginal consciousness, and between
schematic and detailed consciousness. I shall examine these
distinctions, then, in this order.

(1) There is an idea abroad, often left unchallenged, that a
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438 JOHN LAIBD:

man is conscious only of that which he avows to himself
upon reflexion. This idea seems to me simply false. For
the most part, it is true, we have a general, unexamined,
uninterrogated notion of the way our thoughts are drifting,
but self-conscious avowal or reflective self-questioning is the
exception and not the rule It is beside the point, therefore,
to urge that a man may do shady things without admitting
to himself that they are shady.1 Of course he may, but it
does not follow that these actions were unconscious. All
that follows is that the man did not consider or did not notice
some of their moral aspects. Unselfconscious thinking,
similarly, may and does occur; but it is unconscious conscious-
ness, not un«eZ/-consciouB consciousness, that is the trouble.
This distinction, consequently, does not seem to help us.

(2) Each of us knows, from the plainest experience, that
the course of his thoughts is sometimes tense and concen-
trated, sometimes rambling, ambling and dispersed. The
player's wits are fiercely preoccupied; the spectator's thoughts
may go wool-gathering or building castles in Spain ; and
drugs like scopolamine (or mere sleepy-headedness for that
matter) turn all our ideas into bemused stragglers. This,
however, is no proof that the stragglers are unconscious. It
proves only that they are out of the ranks; and if the
stragglers, as in the Beauchamp case, sometimes mass them-
selves into loosely organised bands of their own, this, in itself,
need not affect the general principle.

No doubt, if we could show, as the new psychology has
gone a long way towards showing, that there are some definite
laws for the stragglers' wanderings, our results would be very
important, but they need not affect the question before us.
To say that dispersed ideas are ' split off' is only to say that
our thoughts are disconnected. In this sense, and in this
sense only, ideas may be ' split off' into groups, blind for the
time being to one another's existence (as in ' alternating
personalities' and the like), and, of course, there is no logical
contradiction in supposing an infinity of co-conscious trains
of ideas connected with every living body, just as there is no
contradiction in supposing an infinity of invisible auras round
every human head, or an infinity of guardian angels sustain-
ing a^d controlling every human life. These suggestions,
however, leave the problem of the ' unconscious' precisely
where it was. The difficulty about co-consciousness is not
that it is unthinkable but that the evidence for it is lacking.
We are told that it is there, and when we go into the ques-

1 Cf. Rnaaell, The Analytii of Mind, p. 32.

 at M
onash U

niversity on June 15, 2015
http://m

ind.oxfordjournals.org/
D

ow
nloaded from

 

http://mind.oxfordjournals.org/


VALUE OF THE UNCONSCIOUS IN PSYCHOLOGY. 4 3 9

lion, we find that only one consciousness is in the house at
any given time, and that the other most be supposed to be
concealed somewhere in the neighbourhood. It will come if
you ' tap,' if you open its coffin, if you make the proper
mesmeric passes. Meanwhile, however, it is not there
(although you think it is doing something) and when it is
there you may look in vain for the other housemate.1

This way of speaking, to be sure, would be quite legitimate
if we were dealing with things like Mr. Aveling's bullet
which remain the same whether they are present to our ex-
perience or not. The trouble about ideas, and wishes, and
the like, however, is precisely that they do not seem to be
anything at all, except when they are present conscious facts.
A dead body is at least a corpse, but a vanished idea is simply
nothing. It was and is not, just as that glorious putt which
you made last year was and is not. To be sure, this putt of
blessed memory had important after effects. You have never
been the same man since ; but you need not suppose, surely,
that you have been putting ever since, in your bed and at
your meals, or, if not putting, then gua«-putting, or putting
' minimally,' in a word unputtingly. And although you may
say that you often miss your putts because of the co-putting
that is going on inside you, you need not expect to convince
everyone that you are either ' scientific' or ' empirical' when
you say such things. Instead of that you are a 'meta-
physician ' of the baser sort, for you are trafficking in occult
verbiage.

Therefore, I do not think that this distinction between
concentrated and dispersed proves what it is supposed to
prove.

(3) The distinction between the ' centre' and the ' margin'
of ' consciousness' is a matter of empirical observation, and
any psychologist who neglects the margin does so without
excuse What is more, the outskirts of this fringe are un-
doubtedly nebulous and impalpable. It is probable, there-
fore, that the margin reaches further than we commonly
think, and certain that we cannot usually tell precisely where

1 A certain type of co-consciousness, no doubt, is quite familiar in
ordinary experience, e.g., when, brushing my coat, I look out for a tramway
car and converse with a friend the while. There is sufficient evidence,
too, of a certain exaggeration of facts of this kind, in some of Janet's
hysterical patients. This, however, does not seem to me to affect the
principle of what I have said, and Dr. Prince's specific attempt to prove
literal co-conacioosneas (i.e., two completely distinct mental series, con-
nected with the same body, both of which are actually conscious at pre-
cisely the same moment) seems to me to be inconclusive. (See Tht
Diuociation of a Pertonality, pp. 321-382.)
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it stops. This circumstance, however, carries us buf^a very
short way. If we cannot discern where precisely our vision
ends, we do not conclude, on this account, that we can Bee
with the back of our heads. Indeed we know, in this case,
that the margin does not extend very far. Similarly we
recognise, in this case, that there is a perfectly definite and
inescapable difference between the things that are about to
be seen, or that we may readily see, and the things that we
actually do see, marginally or otherwise. I do not wish to
argue that the penumbra of visual consciousness is precisely
similar in all relevant respects to all other conscious
penumbra, but I see no reason for supposing any profound
difference in principle, and until some such reason is shown
I shall continue to believe that (although there may be
limited debatable regions) in general we have quite sufficient
reasons for asserting the absence of consciousness as well as
for asserting its presence, that we have no reason whatever
for using the ' margin' as a dumping ground for anything
which our theories may happen to find convenient, and that,
in BO far as the ' fore-conscious' simply describes things
which we may readily call to mind, it need not be marginal
atalL

(4) The terms ' marginal' and ' schematic' are not equi-
valent (although the margin is schematic and not detailed),
because the whole of my consciousness, both centre and
fringe, may be vague and schematic. Gases of this sort
abound. The novel which as yet is but dimly foreshadowed
in the intense inane, the mot juste which seems so near to us
and" is yet so hard to attain, the oration which, before it is
made, is only a sort of dim glow in our souls—these and
similar experiences offer unmistakable instances; and it is
easy to misinterpret them. No one seriously believes, I
fancy, that my schematic notion, say, of the Vedanta, actually
contains the Vedanta, implicitly or otherwise. Even to
suppose so would be to suppose nonsense. The Vedanta is
not ' buried ' in this grave; but many seem to suppose that
if my schema of a novel turns into a novel, or my schema of
an oration turns into an oration, then, somehow or other,, the
novel or the oration was unconsciously present in the schema
all the time; and if the schema seems to hover over some-
thing momentarily forgotten but familiar to the feeling,
nearly everyone speaks of buried and familiar ideas struggling
to see the light of conscious day.

In my "tew, the schema of the familiar forgotten thing no
more contains the familiar forgotten thing, buried and
struggling, than my schema of the Vedanta contains the
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Vedanta, buried and struggling. The schema of my oration,
80 carefully planned beforehand, guides me as I speak; it
feels familiar, perhaps, and even satisfactory; it feels different
from other schemata of other orations; but it is not the
oration itself and it does not contain the oration. There is
no oration until I give it, no idea until I think one, no ex-
pression until the expression comes. The schema (which
we may suppose, for simplicity's sake, to be the whole fact
of consciousness when I oegin my oration), may prompt me
continuously as I go on to explain myself in detail, and the
oration may be a logical or associative development from this
schematic nucleus; but this is no proof, or even the begin-
nings of a proof, that these subsequent ideas or expressions
literally possessed a previous existence of any kind. A.
schematic idea is just a vague glimpse, and a vague glimpse
does not embrace details, metaphorically or otherwise.

These contrasts within consciousness^ therefore, neither
compel us to admit the ' unconscious' (or a ' buried' and
' concealed' consciousness) nor elucidate the manner in which
an idea, or wish, or intention could be unconscious and still
be itself; and I do not think that more helpful suggestions
than these ones are to be found. In particular, Mr. Aveling's
suggestion that feelings or emotions may persist a-cognitively
seems to me quite useless and forlorn. It is simply a mistake,
I think, to use ' consciousness' and ' cognition' as convertible
terms, or to suppose that the tripartite division is a division
of anything except conscious states; and the best psycho-
logists deny the existence of blind strivings or sightless feel-
ings. These phrases, it is true, may describe something but
they do not describe conation or feeling-tone.

What I have been saying, I think, is not at all ' meta-
physical '. It might be better if it were, but it is not; and
the point which I wish to make in conclusion, while it
traverses Mr. Aveling's definitions of ' psychology,' implies
nothing more recondite than common sense. In speaking
of ' consciousness' and its ' margin' and so forth, I have
been using current phrases which are plainly elliptical; and
my argument has lost something of clearness on this account.
Strictly speaking, of course, the ' margin of my conscious-
ness ' is the ' margin of the field of which I am conscious ' ;
and so in other cases. What I remember, for example, is a
past event of which I am at present conscious; what I ex-
pect is a future event which I believe to be about to occur;
and what I call an ' idea' describes a complex state of affairs
in which a conscious process on my part—an event in my
psychological history—is cognitively related to some other
event which may have occurred or may be about to occur at
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an earlier or at a later date than this conscious process of
mine, and which may or may not be part of my own life-
history.

Plainly, then, the problem of memory is not how a past
event has persisted or what a future event is now, bat how
I can look back at a past event or (in any way) look forward
to a future one. This ' looking,' it is clear, is not past look-
ing or future looking, but looking at the past or looking at
the future. It occurs just when it does occur. It is a flash
which does not persist, although, as is usual in the case of
flashes, a similar flash may recur. The past event to which
we return in memory, on the other hand, is over and done
with when we look back at it; and it remains over and done
with however frequently we look back at it.

Now the process of looking, whether forwards or back-
wards or under our noses, is a passing event and logically
similar to any other passing event (say the passing event of
walking or jumping), and although these events have conse-
quences for our subsequent history, it is nonsense to say
that they persist. We learn to walk by walking and to jump
by jumping, but no one supposes, on this account, that in-
visible processes of unwalkmg walking and of unjumping
jumping, and of every other action that we learn to perform,
must continue without a moment's intermission in order to
account for the fact of learning; or that the people who
learn to ' skate in summer' spend the whole of the cricket
season practising a ' buried' course of unpatinating patina-
tions. Whatever goes on, it is not this, and I should be
sorry for the physiologist who did not try to find out what
really does go on. The psychologist, no doubt, has a harder
task, and he has a much better excuse for taking refuge in
metaphors, but he ought not to take metaphors literally,
whatever the provocation; and although the use of these
metaphors may not seriously affect a great many of his en-
quiries, there is an ugly look about them even when they
seem to be harmless. So far as I can see, unconscious con-
sciousness is in precisely the same position, logically, as
unthinking thinking, or unwalking walking, and we have no
more right to say that wishes or ideas are unconscious, or
that ' something of the same nature ' is unconscious, or that
' something similar in all respects except in the respect of
being conscious' is unconscious than we have for asserting
that talking goes on when we do not walk, or that ' some-
thing of the same nature' goes on, or that 'something goes
on which is identical with walking in all respects except in
being pedestrian'.

It is worth our while, I think, to remember this.
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